When the nineteenth century opened Belfast was a flourishing market town with a population of about 20 000. By mid-century the inhabitants numbered 90 000 and in 1900 about 350 000. Few of the great industrial towns in England grew at such a rate.
The medical needs of the town had been served in a fashion by the infirmary and dispensary instituted by the Belfast Charitable Society in 1775 (Strain 1961) and by another charitable dispensary established in 1792 with the object of supplying the sick poor at their own habitations with medicines, medical attendance and the necessaries of life (Malcolm 1851 ).
The dispensary with its various stations throughout the town included sick children within its scope. It continued on a charitable basis until its replacement in the 1840s by poor-law dispensaries which continued to function until the inception of the National Health Service in 1948.
The Charitable Society not only admitted the destitute poor into the Poorhouse (as it was called) but also made hospital provision for them when sick and also for the sick poor who were not inmates of the house. How forward looking its managers and doctors were can be judged from the fact that in 1777 children in their care were being inoculated against smallpox by direct infection from a person with the disease, the donor receiving a fee of 6d. In 1800, only two years after Edward Jenner published the results of his work on cowpox vaccination, the managers of the Poorhouse resolved that the experiment be tried on a few children in their care (Strain 1961).
We get a glimpse of some of the medical problems of the time in a report on the health of the children in the care of the Charitable Society in 1835. It mentions contagious eruptive diseases, skin diseases and various forms of scrofula, glandular affections, abscesses, water on the brain, diseases ofjoints, consumption, marasmus and ophthalmia (Strain 1961).
A Fever Hospital with six beds and a resident nurse was opened in 1797. It is the direct ancester of the Royal Victoria Hospital. None of its records exist now, and we cannot say whether or not children were admitted to its wards.
In 1827 another medical charity was established 'for the treatment of children and diseases of the eye'. It provided only for outpatients and had a short life, being closed in 1839 for lack of funds. Medical students attended its practice.
There was great reluctance to admit children to general hospitals in the 19th century because of the prevalence of infection within the hospitals and the almost insuperable difficulty of nursing and feeding infants. An inquiry made in 1843 found that only 20 of the 2363 patients in all the hospitals in London at a given time were under 10 years of age (Higgins 1952 When the new Belfast Fever Hospital was opened in 1817 there was less rigidity in the admission of children than in London. Its report for 1818 states: 'No fever patient has ever been rejected ... children not able to take care of themselves are the only exception and even of these many have been admitted'. In the 1821 report we read: 'Some of the sufferers from smallpox were of the tenderest age and unfit for separation from their parents who were admitted with them to attend to their infants'. In that year children under 10 years of age admitted to the wards numbered 93 (12.9% of the total). Although the hospital was called a fever hospital many patients were admitted who were not suffering from contagious diseases.
When in 1848 the hospital was relieved of its responsibility for fever patients and became a general hospital children seem to have been excluded more rigorously. In the 1849-51 report of the new outpatient department the writer remarked: 'Cases of childrens' disorders are also numerous and, as such are almost never admissible into the wards, they present the only opportunity to the attending pupils for studying a class of diseases which the young practitioner is especially called upon to treat'.
In the 12 months preceding the opening of the (Royal) Belfast Hospital for Sick Children in 1873, 175 children under the age of 10 years were admitted to the General Hospital (7% of all admissions). Thirty of the children were accompanied into the wards by their mothers. When the Hospital for Sick Children had been established for a few years and the success of its managers in collecting funds was having an adverse effect on the funds of the General (now Royal) Hospital, the latter complained that it had always provided adequately for sick children in the past. Its secretary suggested that in fact there had been no need for a children's hospital. This was certainly not the opinion of the medical staff of the Royal Hospital.
Although there were no children's hospitals in Belfast until 1873, the idea of establishing such a hospital was in the mind of a young physician in the General Hospital in 1847. He was Andrew Malcolm, who was at that time conducting a charitable dispensary for the treatment of 'diseases incidental to infancy and childhood among the poor'. That he was at that time considering the question of a hospital is shown in correspondence between him and Dr Charles West, who was to found the Hospital for Sick Children in Great Ormond Street, Dear Sir: Your very courteous note reached me ... & I can assure you that nothing would have given me greater pleasure than to reply to your enquiries.
The institution with which I am connected (the Royal Universal Dispensary for Children) however is in reality no infirmary, but merely a dispensary, so that no information concerning it would be of any service to you in your inquiries.
Wishing you every success in the object which you have in view.
I am

Yours faithfully
Chas West P.S. It may perhaps save you more trouble if I add that much as it is to be regretted there is in London no hospital for children.
It was the refusal of the managers of the Royal Universal Dispensary to provide inpatient accommodation that led to West and his friends establishing the Great Ormond Street Hospital (Higgins 1952) .
I have discovered no further reference to Malcolm's project but suddenly in 1873 Belfast found itself with three children's hospitals. One was for children 'affected with spinal disease' (the words of Samuel Martin its founder), another was the Ulster Hospital for Children (now a General Hospital with children's beds), and the third was the (Royal) Belfast Hospital for Sick Children.
The population had risen to 175 000, but living conditions were still so bad that one-half of the children born died before reaching the age of 10 years. I do not know what the infantile mortality rate was in the 1870s but in 1893 it was 173. I remark in passing that in 1976 Northern Ireland's infantile mortality rate was the highest of any in the regions of the United Kingdom, being 18.3 compared with the overall rate of 14.5.
The founders of the Royal Belfast Hospital for Sick Children took as their model the Hospital for Sick Children in Great Ormond Street. A statement of this intention is found in the original prospectus. Today some find the title cumbersome, but it is a historic and honoured title which is used by at least 15 children's hospitals in the United Kingdom. It is not to be discarded lightly.
The hospital was opened in 1873 in makeshift premises with nine beds, to which nine more were added soon afterwards. Its furnishing and equipping were supervised by the first matron of the Royal Edinburgh Hospital for Sick Children, Mrs Hay, and its first matron was Miss Lennox who had been a pupil in the Nightingale School of Nursing in London.
The honorary medical staff consisted of a consulting physician (J W T Smyth), a consulting surgeon (Samuel Brown), an attending physician (Brice Smyth, a member of the staff of the Union Infirmary and the Lying-in Hospital and a pioneer in child welfare) and an attending surgeon (John Fagan, a 'bold and resolute surgeon'). The consultants played no active part in the clinical work of the hospital but both were men of great eminence and influence in Belfast.
The venture was so successful and the public gave support so generously that it was soon found possible to plan and build a new hospital. This was opened in 1879 with 44 beds and an adequate outpatient department. Its site was, however, so cramped that there was little room for expansion, and in 1932 the hospital moved to its third and present location on the main medical campus of Belfast. In spite of the strains and stresses of ten years of civil disturbance it continues the work to which its founders put their hands in 1873.
